













Title: Roma Identity, Integration and Education. Comparative Research 
 
Author: Łukasz Kwadrans 
 
Citation style: Kwadrans Łukasz. (2017). Roma Identity, Integration and 




Roma Identity, Integration and Education.  
Comparative Research
abstract
This paper is a report of some studies conducted by the author in the Roma 
community in the Czech Republic and Slovakia. After a brief introduction and 
characteristics of the surveyed group, the theoretical basis of the research and 
the methodological approach was presented. The project was supposed to be 
an attempt to show the difference between the education of Roma and of the 
dominant community in their country of residence. The research objective of 
the project was to identify the Roma perception of education and school duty, 
to identify and understand the relationship between the Roma identity and their 
relation to education and participation. Three areas were analysed: identities, 
culture, and education. The identification of their identities, their participation 
in culture and the education of the culturally dominant group are indicated. 
The conclusions concern the current situation of the Roma in these areas and 
possible recommendations or solutions for the future.
Keywords:
ethnic identity, Roma minority, education, culture, integration, multicultural-
ism
introduction
Being the most numerous minority group in Europe, above all in Central Europe, 
Roma/Gypsies are, at the same time, the least known community. There are 6–12 
million Roma dispersed around Europe with two-thirds living in Central and East-
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ern Europe. The whole Europe should try to get to know them to understand them. 
The surveys problem seems to be essential for the whole region of Central Europe.
Theoretical consideration concern: Romanis, ethnic identity; integration and 
social (cultural) assimilation; multicultural education; minorities’ culture; social 
changes; transformation; globalisation. There are introduced: the characteristic 
of Romanis ethnic group and the situation in which Gypsy people are now. There 
are also described conditions of participation of Romanis/Gypsies in culture and 
education of majority. The author presents the project which would be an attempt 
to show the differences in the understanding of the education by the Roma and 
the dominant community in their country of residence. The aim would be to iden-
tify a  formal relationship to the educational system and own group. The author 
describes the elements of the identity of the Roma. He also indicates a possible 
approach to the use of theoretical and empirical research. That were monographic 
surveys with the usage of analysing technique of documents and literature but also 
qualitative techniques (narration interview, interview, active observation). The 
research trip (internships) to Czech Republic and Slovakia enabled the author to 
gather required knowledge that would be taken from archives and libraries (teach-
ing plans and programs – official and alternatives; governmental plans and specific 
law regulation; documents about educational institutions, associations, organiza-
tions and social movements that are engaged or take part in Romanis/Gypsies’ 
education). The interviews with Romanis/Gypsy leaders and people engaged in 
Romanis/Gypsy education also played a vital role here.
roma ethnic identity 
In the text, we consistently tried to use the name “Roma” not in terms of its ethnic 
but rather political significance. Despite some negative language associations, the 
name “Gypsies” is still used for reasons of historical or substantive correctness. 
Without forgetting the group diversity of the described community, we use the 
name “Roma” in its political meaning, thus covering all Roma groups. We also 
know that some of them do not use this ethnic name.
Their ethnic boundary, based on the above dichotomy, is additionally regulated 
by Gypsy purity laws and expressed by the three following models (Mirga & Mróz, 
1994, pp. 269–270). The first model is based on the contrasts of “pure-impure” 
(Romanipen-Gadjipen) (Hancock, 1992). Name “gadje” (plural. “gadjo”) means 
‘stranger, no-Roma’. Romanis are pure since they know how to avoid contamina-
tion. Non-Gypsies are impure due to their constant violation of the Mageripen code 
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(it marks borders of conduct permitted among Roma people). According to the sec-
ond model, contamination relates only to the Gypsy community and is respected 
only within the Romani group. The Roma perceive the inappropriate behaviour 
of Gadje whilst considering the non-Gypsy population as neutral. People who can 
lead to the contamination of the Roma are, for example, midwives and doctors. 
The contamination theory plays an insignificant role according to the third model. 
Non-Gypsies are portrayed more as evil and dangerous rather than impure. Roma, 
on the other hand, is depicted as good and wise. 
It is crucial that Roma lack a collective ethnic identity which only now is 
being reinforced by a small group of Gypsy elite. Their ethnic identity relates 
mainly to the non-Gypsies (Gadje). The contamination can occur on different lev-
els, depending on a Roma group. 
American romologist – Matt Salo (1979, pp. 73–96) listed the below criteria 
distinguishing the Roma from the Gadje: The first one – universal – characterizes 
all the Gypsy groups. It is the Gypsy kinship – membership inherited naturally, 
because of birth to Gypsy parents. It reflects a status of an individual in a social 
stratum. One can also become a member of a Gypsy community via brotherhood 
and mixed marriage. A child being born in a mixed marriage enjoys the full rights 
of a Gypsy. The second one reflects the contamination concept in the Gypsy cul-
ture, the concepts of appreciation and respect. Rejection of Gadje by the Gypsy 
community is caused by their disrespect of Romani cultural standards. The third 
criterion is related to the Romani language which symbolically separates the Roma 
from the Gadje who cannot speak the Romani language. The fourth one reflects 
the norms, resulting from a group structure and the links between its members, 
which exclude non-Gypsy from the social organization of the Roma community. 
The fifth criterion constitutes the Gypsy economic business activity with the Gadje 
considered fair game for exploitation. The sixth one reflects the external distinc-
tive anthropological features perceived by the Roma as Gypsy, such as: outfits, 
specific gestures and so forth.
theory of identity behaviours
A theoretical concept that would allow to systematize the determinants of the Roma 
identity and could be applied in the description of its subsequent areas is Tadeusz 
Lewowicki’s (2001, pp. 161–164) Identity Behaviour Theory (TZT: Teoria Zachowań 
Tożsamościowych). Especially in a comparative context with the majority group, 
as Tadeusz Lewowicki claims that concentration on a chosen minority community 
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deforms reality and makes it difficult to reach general patterns, conditions, relation-
ships (Lewowicki, 1995). Referring to the criteria described above in the TZT, the 
first three areas appear to be relevant to Matt Salo’s first, second and third element, 
but also to the fourth and sixth. Thus, they concern the determinants of historical 
fate, the distinctness of the institution, culture, language, customs, transmission of 
tradition, biological and racial categories, personality traits, stereotypes. The fifth 
element of the Roma identity seems to correspond to the fourth TZT area, for it con-
cerns the economic sphere, the standards of life, the styles of economic activity. It is 
also important to refer to the fifth and sixth TZT areas, but this will require in-depth 
study of the proposed issues (Kwadrans, 2014, p. 215).
The social and cultural identity of the Roma is being transformed, which may 
be reflected in their increasing participation in the socio-economic and political life 
of the countries of residence. They are increasingly adapting to continuous change, 
which does not matter to their identity. Often among the Roma comes to doubling, 
tripling identity (e.g., Olaši Roma – Roma – Slovak or Czech Roma – Roma, Euro-
pean, Citizen of the World). Also, Jerzy Nikitorowicz assumes the possibility of 
many dimensions of identity, which indicates the ongoing process of shaping and 
operating in three dimensions: identity inherited and acquired, identities of roles and 
challenges, identity felt and realized (Nikitorowicz, 2009, p. 378).
Following this concept, identity is perceived as the open process, continuing 
and endless development in the process of interaction and experience of the social 
reality, which is often difficult and painful, exposed to failures in the face of chang-
ing values and personal models. A focus is on the tendency to “develop oneself”, 
uniqueness, self-reflection and system of self-knowledge. Existence of modern 
human being in the context of aims and values (theology and axiology) is multidi-
mensional. On the one hand, the following spheres should be developed: biological, 
social, psychological, intellectual, cultural and material ones, etc. On the other hand, 
problems and needs characteristic for these spheres should be observed.        
Identity, described in a group perspective, originates from the interaction with 
a group and the manner of defining oneself in the framework of belonging. Iden-
tity of the ones can be based on the community through the ages, on religion and 
speaking the same language (Nikitorowicz, 2007, p. 755). 
Identity, described in cultural perspective according to Nikitorowicz, is the 
symbolic universe of the simultaneous and inseparable existence in a few dimen-
sions. It is a relatively long-lasting and constantly developing self-concept, which 
is expressed in the identification with the specific cultural values. Nikitorowicz 
indicates that elements of identity are mutually dependent on each other and linked 
together. Therefore, identity is developed in a selected group under the impact of 
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the specific culture. It is not possible to develop self-image, self-concept or self-
identity (affiliation) if there is not a reference to a group, significant people and 
cultural heritage (Nikitorowicz, 2009, p. 334–335). Identity has also originated 
from the sum of life experience after different situations previously experienced 
by a human being (Nikitorowicz, 2001, p. 80). 
short characteristic of roma groups
European Roma, for centuries, have been faithful to their traditions and cultural 
heritage. This is reflected not only in their cultivation of the Romani language, 
maintenance of Romani customs and active participation in the lives of ancestral 
and tribal communities but is also manifested in the group exclusivism and com-
pliance with solely Gypsy communal forms of organization, systems of rules, code 
of conduct rather than with the mainstream – non-Gypsy structure. Similarly, to 
the representatives of majority populations, the Romanis are living in times of 
constant social changes and the development of civilization. Consequently, their 
identity has undergone various transformations provoked by globalization, Euro-
pean integration, political system transformations, educational reforms and more 
active participation of Romani students in the schooling process. The government 
programmes, for the Roma community not only in Czech Republic and Slova-
kia but also in other countries, focus on amelioration of the Romani educational 
situation and their occupational development. The Romani identity is not closed 
since it has been undergoing, to a certain extent, transformations like the changes 
transforming the identities of other communities.
Romanis are surely a heterogeneous ethnic group. The division into sub-
groups influences the Roma’s comprehension of the surrounding environment. 
It can be easily noticed that tribal identities are being replaced by a broader 
concept of Romanihood – attempted to be defined in national categories. The 
Romani community has been subject to social transformations because of the 
Gypsy elite’s concerted attempts to create a homogenous Romani identity. Romani 
inner integrity embodies the common elements of Roma identity and similari-
ties between the Romani subgroups. The newly deconstructed identity is vital not 
only for the Romani elite. Borrowing solely symbolism from its predecessors aids 
the self-identification process of individuals or whole groups through the com-
mon language, tradition and cultural heritage. Gypsy group cohesion and their 
social behaviour are strictly regulated by the highly developed inner system of 
social control outlined in the code of conduct and represented by Gypsy institu-
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tions – “the Romani traditional jurisdiction” (the rules of mageripen, romanipen, 
manusipen). Transgression of taboo of mageripen leads to tainting. Romanipen 
marks the border of ethnicity, it is an interpretation of Roma tradition and is valid 
only inside community. Manusipen is humanity, preserving Roma moral values 
“written” in romanipen. There are different institutions within various Roma 
groupings. Some institutions are more democratic, represented by a kris (group 
of persons) in collective decision taking. The others are ruled by one leader (Śero 
Rom, Jonkaro) (Ficowski, 1985, pp. 175–199). Inner relations and social stratifica-
tion are regulated not only by the hereditary caste status but also by personal traits 
of an individual person. The diversity of Romani ethnic identity depends on the 
length and intensity of the assimilation process conducted towards representatives 
of the Romani minority group. Most of the Roma communities are characterized 
by a high spatial mobility. Their family home – a cradle of Gypsy culture, place 
of meetings, Gypsy fortress – and oral transfer of customs, history and cultural 
traditions to the younger generation (oral culture), played an integral part in the 
preservation of Romani cultural traditions. The Romani language is still spoken in 
the traditional Gypsy home. 
The Romanis form one cultural group around the world that is internally 
divided. The division occurred because of fundamental clan and tribal differ-
ences, traditional and modern nomadic practices, Gypsy dispersal and settlement 
in different countries. Romani existence next to the mainstream populations, 
with distinctive cultural traditions, religion, socio-political characteristics, also 
influenced the Romani identity. However, Roma remain largely unknown by the 
majority population. Their distinctness is reflected by group exclusivism and cul-
tural ethnocentrism. Despite their subdivisions, Romani people have succeeded 
in retaining their inner integrity. One of its characteristic features is endogamy, 
the practice that facilitated the maintenance of Romani homogeneousness. Fur-
thermore, Roma integration into a host society or even into the global population 
might lead to the creation of a universal Romani identity. The Romanis might 
also skip the phase of national identity formation and adopt a broader European 
identity or even head towards New Tribalism – the phenomenon which embodies 
the return to traditional elements of Romani identity. 
Roma people divisions are also visible in Czech Republic. We can divide them 
into five different subgroups which considerably vary in numbers. The first three 
are newcomers who settled during the migrations after 1945. The first and biggest 
group is Slovakian Roma, otherwise called Servika Roma, Slovenska Roma, i.e., 
c. 65–75% of all Roma people. Such great amount of Slovakian Roma in Czech 
Republic is a result of many-years migration to Czech Republic in search of jobs 
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and place to live in Czechoslovakia time. The second group are Hungarian Roma, 
ethnonym Ungrika Roma. They are 15–20% Roma in Czech Republic. Wallachian 
Roma – Olaši (Vlachi, Vlachika Roma) are a small community. There are 10–15% 
in the population of Czech Roma. They came from the territory of present-day 
Romania. The least numerous group are Czech Roma, sometimes divided into 
Czech and Moravian Roma and German Roma – Sinti. Both communities had 
been living on the territory of Czech Republic before the Second World War, but 
the majority were murdered by German Nazis. Czech Roma are descendants of 
several hundred people who survived the extermination. They are mostly assimi-
lated group, especially as far as language is concerned.
In present-day Slovakia, we can also divide Roma society into sub-groups. 
Similar groups inhabit territory of Czech Republic. The biggest community are Slo-
vakian Roma people. Distinct line of the division and Olaši Roma manifests itself on 
different level of upholding tradition and language and different ways of living and 
dwelling. Other groups have little percentage of Roma people in Slovakia.
Up to the present, no reliable data have been gathered which would show 
a considerable fluctuation in the size of Roma population and include a thorough 
analysis of their characteristic demographic features.
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Romani education (Romani ethnic group education and so forth) relates mainly to 
the educational initiatives of the host countries. The activities that comply with the 
official education system applicable in a country embrace schooling and education 
of Romanis, educational activity of Non-Governmental Organizations, other edu-
cational institutions, Romanis and their minority associations. The programmes 
also comprise all the initiatives familiarizing the mainstream population with the 
facts related to the Romani lifestyle and situation. The above understanding of 
“Roma education” fully reflects the concept of intercultural education and it can-
not be restricted solely to the educational programme carried out but Romanis 
themselves for their own ethnic group (Kwadrans, 2011, p. 7).
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Roma people are the most defenceless group and the most unwanted at the 
same time among  European minorities. We could observe: growing pauperiza-
tion of some part of the Romanis, trends to isolating them by national society, 
unemployment, aggravating health situation, still low level of education among 
Romani children and youth. Roma Education after 1989 was still in bad condition. 
Almost half of 8–12 million Roma people in Europe were in school age. 30–40% 
of children do not get elementary education. Roma pupils have still problems 
with reading and writing. Usually they do not continue education in high school. 
Almost 54% of adult Roma people in Europe are illiterates, in some regions even 
80–100%.
short report from research
Due to the limited form of the article, the author left out more detailed description 
of the unit results of scientific research. The extensive part containing conclusions 
and summary contains a detailed description of the results.
Project goal is: Indication of differences in the presented attitude towards 
education and cultural differences and the sense of identity of the Roma. Central 
area of interest is Roma identity, its transformation, attitude to education. Conclu-
sions from the research conducted in Poland were the basis for the formulation 
of the research problem: What is the feeling of Roma identity and their attitude 
towards education? Can the relationship between cultural identity and Roma iden-
tity and their relation to education and school fulfilment be recognized? Identity is 
central to research interest. The purpose of the research: to indicate the differences 
in the attitude towards education and cultural differences and the sense of identity 
of the Roma. Adoption of relative dynamics: diagnosis for 2 groups: 1) students in 
segregation and integration education; 2) youth and adults. 
Main problem is: Can the relationship between cultural identity and Roma 
identity and their relation to education and participation be seen? 3 diagnostic 
problems corresponding to theoretical threads: Problems related to Roma culture; 
Roma Identity Problems; Problems related to Roma education. Specific problems 
(Culture): 1. Are the Roma aware of their cultural differences as they understand 
it? 2. Do the Roma engage in social and cultural life of their own or majority 
groups and how do they assess their activity? 3. What experiences are there in 
Roma culture? 4. What attitude to their own and what other people declare / show 
Roma and to what extent? 5. Do they favour their own cultural group? 6. In which 
direction is the acculturation of the Roma heading, the culture of its own or domi-
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nant? 7. What cultural patterns are conveyed in a homogeneous and heterogeneous 
family? Specific problems (Identity): 1. What are the identity behaviours of the 
Roma? 2. How do the Roma perceive themselves and their behaviour? 3. What – in 
the opinion of the respondents – are the criteria for being a Roma? 4. What iden-
tity profiles do they accept (one, two, multi-dimensional)? 5. What is the dynam-
ics of identity formation in individual Roma groups? 6. What is the dynamics of 
identity formation in Roma and mixed families? 7. What elements of identities 
are common, different for representatives of Roma groups and for the country of 
residence? Specific problems (Education): 1. Do the Roma engage in group educa-
tion or do they work in majority-group education and how do they assess their 
activity? 2. What are the experiences related to functioning in education declared 
by the Roma? 3. To what extent does the country of residence of the Roma condi-
tion their participation in education? 4. How does Roma schooling fulfilment in 
the studied countries take place? 5. How do Roma perceive education and school 
duty (help, assistants, programs)? 6. What is the participation of Roma children 
in education (network of schools, number of students, school achievements)? 7. 
To what extent do Roma get knowledge about their own culture at school? Spe-
cific problems (Identity and participation in culture and education): 1. How do 
identity profiles fit into the majority culture? 2. How do identity profiles assume 
participation in education? 3. To what extent does the identity change from tribal 
to national? 4. To what extent does the identity change from one-dimensional to 
multidimensional? 
There is also a description of Roma participation in the culture of majority 
societies, the implementation of school attendance and participation in education. 
It seems important to emphasize the educational thread, the institution, the school 
network, the number of pupils, their participation in education, attendance, school 
achievement. The project is an attempt to show the difference between Roma edu-
cation and the dominant community in their country of residence. The purpose of 
the project was to identify the Roma’s attitude towards education and the school 
duty.
The study was conducted: in Slovakia (I–VI 2015) in: Nitra – Orechov Dvor, 
Koszyce – Lunik, Poprad – Hranovnica, Letanovce, Hrabusice, Zehra, Hrusov, 
Bratislava, Dunajska Streda; in the Czech Republic (III–V 2016) in: Zlin, Prague, 
Straz pod Ralskom, Hradec Kralove, Usti nad Labem. 
We have experienced problems in conducting research. They were related 
to: specificity of the group, difficulty entering the group, problems of cultural 
differences, language problems, communication skills, technical – exclude the 
use of quantitative approach, transition from individual to collective interview, 
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researcher relationship – investigated, stereotypes, subjectivity, ethical implica-
tions, intercultural competence of the researcher.
Studies were conducted in the towns and villages (also of the Roma settlements) 
in the Czech Republic and in Slovakia. The selection of participants reflected the 
group divisions and the size of this community in both countries. Most respond-
ents, interviewees were male. This was due to cultural reasons. Often interviews 
went from individual to collective. Most of the respondents were characterized, 
although in the labour mobility declarations. Accepted identity profiles were from 
one dimensional to multidimensional. The latter was declared more often. They 
were denominated in groups, family, and world citizenship. There were no signifi-
cant differences between heterogeneous and homogeneous families.
During the study, the multidimensionality of Roma identification was noted, 
discovery of a certain outbreak of ethnicity. This could be related to the mobiliza-
tion of group elites. Attempts to adapt and integrate with the majority may be due 
to the significant role of the European Union aid programs. Otherwise, the Roma 
declare their group identification during censuses (they are reluctant to admit their 
identity) and otherwise they can participate in projects and be their beneficiaries.
Researchers have found that, despite being treated by Roma as a majority of 
the population as a cultural group, Roma themselves declare little awareness of 
cultural or social differences. Stereotypes perceive their own culture. They point 
to music, dance, singing, folklore. Acceptance for cultural differences, Gadjos 
otherness, is noticeable
During the study, the positive thinking of the Roma about school segregation 
was revealed. They have a sense of security that children learn in school with 
other members of the group. They do not perceive the role of classes, schools of 
integration character. Among the Roma, there appears a low educational aware-
ness, negative school experience (in the adult group). The respondents positively 
assessed school attendance and the value of education. They pointed out the lack 
of opportunities to deepen their knowledge of self-help in formal education.
conclusions
Socialist governments of these countries have made unsuccessful efforts to facili-
tate a process of assimilation of Roma people. As a result, during transformation 
(during more than 25 years) Roma society was one of the weakest educated and the 
most neglected group in Czech Republic and Slovakia. Education policy in these 
countries is not satisfactory enough because of: ideals of multicultural education, 
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the civilization development and an economical status of Roma people. Low level 
of education among Roma, the lack of job qualifications, difficult living conditions 
generate new problems and intensify social marginalization. The education can 
help Roma people in their economic situation as well as in more active social life. 
One of the biggest problems for Roma, besides low educational consciousness and 
low level of education, is the school segregation – classes and schools only for 
Romany or very common special schools.
Both of these two countries have worked out their own educational and gov-
ernment programs, which are different from each other in moment of their initia-
tion, in their character and the way of realization.
Necessary conditions to change unsatisfactory reality are: a cooperation, an 
exchange of experiences and facts about Roma’s education; equal educational 
chances for Roma’s students (nursery education, pre-primary classes); improve-
ment of social situation of Roma’s children and their families (scholarship sys-
tem); elimination of any discrimination, intolerance and racism acts at schools; 
liquidation of school segregation, learning in integration classes constructed by 
age and intellectual level; developing such institution as Romani assistant and 
teacher supporter; multicultural education programs at schools; an activity of 
Romani elite into creation and realization educational policy in their society; an 
increase of educational consciousness among Roma’s parents and children.
The project has exploratory significance for this part of knowledge. It can 
be very useful source for: theoreticians (dealing with multicultural education), 
practitioners (Roma assistants, teachers supporting Romani/Gypsy activists, insti-
tutions engaged in favour of Romani/Gypsy Society), and authors of governmental 
programs, which are to change Romanis/Gypsies’ situation.
It is also important that representatives of the Romani community, Roma lead-
ers, members of various organizations and associations engaged in the Roma edu-
cational process share their opinions about relevant changes. Moreover, everybody 
can benefit from the expertise and help of various experts on the education of ethnic 
and national minorities. Educated Romani elite should be engaged in the creation 
and management of the educational policies for their community. Roma students 
and university graduates should be supported throughout their university career. 
After the graduation, they should be subsequently engaged in different government 
programmes and projects implementation for their own community group. 
Roma children need to be supported in kindergarten education, reception 
classes (0-level) and encouraged to study in mainstream schools, situated close to 
their place of living. Roma educational organizations could support these practices 
(such NGOs already exist in the two researched countries). 
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It is necessary to raise educational awareness of Romani children and their 
parents. The whole process of engaging Romani families in their children educa-
tion, adult education, pointing at positive role models, can be done with the help of 
public media, but first, in cooperation of local organizations. Roma parents should 
be involved in their children’s school life. School authorities and teachers can 
play here an important role in creating a friendly, unbiased environment for Roma 
children. Better educated and qualified teachers and educators, specializing in the 
work with Roma children, should be supported and motivated by pay incentives 
and other forms of promotion.
The author of this paper is aware that limited character of his work did not 
allow him to develop many issues in detail (difficulties related to the Roma children 
school motivation, school attainments analysis). Therefore, presented outcome 
might seem to be too general. However, because it is a complex problem, it can be 
further developed and analysed in detail. The publication is a description and an 
evaluation of the Romanis’ educational situation and constitutes the comparison 
of the educational Romani reality with the Roma’s and non-Roma’s expectations 
towards the education policy implemented by the administrative authorities.
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